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 PEER REVIEW: A PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PROCESS FOR 
LIBRARIANS 
 
Christine Bruce, Queensland University of Technology and Garry Hall, University of 
Southern Queensland. 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Peer review is a reflective process which allows us to formalise, and gain maximum benefit from, collegial 
feedback on our professional performance. It is also a process that encourages us to engage in cycles of 
planning, acting, recording and reflection which are familiar components of action learning and action research. 
Entering into these cycles within the peer-review framework is a powerful and cost-effective means of 
facilitating professional development which is readily adapted to the library context. In 1996, a project 
implementing peer review, in order to improve client interaction at the reference desk, was completed at the  
University of Southern Queensland  (USQ) Library.  For that project we developed a set of guidelines for library 
staff involved in peer review. These guidelines explained the value of peer review, and described its principles 
and purposes. We also devised strategies to assist staff as they prepared for the experience of peer review, 
engaged in the process and reflected on the outcomes. A number of benefits were identified; the peer-review 
process enhanced team spirit, enhanced client-orientation, and fostered collaborative efforts in improving the 
reference service. It was also relatively inexpensive to implement. In this paper we will discuss the nature of peer 
review and its importance to library and information professionals. We will also share the guidelines we 
developed, and discuss the implementation and outcomes of the peer review project at the University of 
Southern Queensland. We will conclude by discussing the benefits perceived and the issues that arose in the 
USQ context, and by suggesting a range of other aspects of library service in which peer-review could be 
implemented. 
 
WHAT IS PEER REVIEW? 
 
Peer review is a staff development process that is grounded in reflective practice and critical 
thinking.  The basic idea is that a person who is concerned about some aspect of their own 
work invites a colleague to review the quality of what he or she is doing.  In practice we are 
doing this all the time. It is very common for someone to say - ‘Do you have a little time to 
tell me what you think of this?’; or to ask - ‘Has anyone thought of a better way of doing 
.....(x)?’ 
When an individual chooses to formalise this process, strategies must be implemented so that 
maximum benefit is gained.  The usual framework is for the two individuals concerned to sit 
down together and discuss what the reviewee is interested in receiving collegial feedback 
about.  The person who has asked for the review explains what they are doing, and what they 
would like their ‘critical friend’ to look for. The critical friend asks any questions that may be 
required for clarification.  The next step is for the critical friend to ‘observe’ whatever her 
colleague wants her to review.  This may be a ‘live’ event such as a class or a client 
interaction, or it may be a recording of such an event, or perhaps a package of some kind.  It 
is very important that the person being reviewed also takes the time to critique or reflect on 
the event herself. 
After the observation, the two get together again, preferably in a comfortable, informal 
environment, perhaps over coffee.  The person being reviewed begins the process by 
explaining her own observations and reflections, basically engaging in a self-critique.  This 
then provides a basis for her colleague to communicate the perceptions she has noted. The 
two should discuss their views and finally, the person being reviewed should determine what 
action she should take to improve her work. 
  
WHAT CAN PEER REVIEW CONTRIBUTE TO LIBRARY PROFESSIONALS AND 
INFORMATION ORGANISATIONS? 
 
 
   
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
                           
 
 
         
ACTION LEARNING CYCLE   [Zuber-Skerritt, Ortrun (1991)] 
 
Our description of the peer review process shows that it allows us to enter the Action 
Learning, or Action Research Cycle which is displayed above.  This cycle is becoming an 
increasingly popular staff development tool in all kinds of organisations, including libraries.  
The reason for its popularity is that it allows staff development to occur in powerful ways 
‘on-the-job’. 
 
It also ensures that people continue to adapt to change and share their learning with others 
without spending lots of time in formal training contexts.  This means that what they are 
learning is automatically becoming part of their working life. Essentially this is a model that 
encourages people to walk the path of life-long learning and transforms the organisations in 
which they work into learning organisations. 
 
Small beginnings made with the peer-review process can, therefore, lead to significant change 
in how things happen.  The most important point is that the process draws on the natural ways 
in which people work, formalising them so that  maximum benefit is gained. 
PEER REVIEW IN GROUPS 
 
Although peer review is usually conducted as a process between two individuals who 
mutually agree to participate, the process can also occur within groups. It only requires a little 
modification so that the person(s) being reviewed, work(s) with a group of colleagues rather 
than just one person. 
 
THE UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN QUEENSLAND LIBRARY PROJECT 
 
The Project 
The peer review process was implemented at the USQ Library after the Associate Librarian, 
Garry Hall, won an UCRLS Qld Branch research grant for a project called: Staff Development 
at the Reference Desk: a new approach.  The grant application proposed that peer review be 
trialed as a methodology to foster ‘quality service’ at library reference desks. There were three 
specific project objectives: 
 
  PLAN 
 
 REFLECT 
  OBSERVE 
 
   ACT 
 • to develop a low cost mechanism for improving individual staff performance 
• to trial a non-threatening modification of unobtrusive testing of staff 
• to identify the potential the method (ie peer review) offers for staff development through 
self-appraisal. 
 
Project Implementation  
The project was implemented by inviting all staff working on the reference desk to have their 
interactions with clients videotaped over three separate one hour periods [the specific times 
were not known to staff]. Briefing sessions were held with participants to allay fears about 
privacy and the project was cleared by the university’s Research and Ethics Committee. 
Confidentiality was maintained in the project by ensuring that staff only had access to their 
own interactions and by allowing them to control whether they shared parts of their tape with 
colleagues. 
 
Following the taping, staff were introduced to the Peer Review Process, partly via a Peer 
Review Handbook designed for this purpose. They were encouraged to conduct a ‘self-
appraisal’ before then sharing their own critique and inviting comments from colleagues in a 
group workshop conducted by an external facilitator [Christine Bruce]. Towards the end of 
the workshop all staff participated in a discussion focussing on how the team practice could 
be improved. They were also encouraged to reflect on their experiences at the reference desk, 
again with a view to determining how their personal practice could be modified. The impact 
of these elements on improving performance was evaluated through a questionnaire and 
follow up with individuals where necessary. 
 
Project Outcomes 
Following the workshop a number of ideas generated were found to be easily implemented. 
Most of these involved little or no money; reallocation of human resources or minor changes 
to physical layout were required. The following changes would not have been introduced 
without the opportunity to view the videotapes and engage in collaborative reflection: 
 
• Use of a ‘reference rover’ - a roving helper for three hours a day for the first six-weeks of 
semester. This person mainly assists students for whom the library and particularly the 
OPAC, is new. 
• Reduced support for non-library functions, such as the ITS [Information Technology 
Services] lab. 
• Minimising ‘visits’ to the desk by other library staff, ie recognising the desk as primarily 
a service point. 
• A sign indicating that the staff member on the desk is helping another client and will 
return. 
• Removal of a debitcard printing station used by students to print assignments. This 
‘temporary’ arrangement proved to be a large drain on staff resources. 
• Clarification of policies and guidelines identified as ambiguous or ‘absent’. 
  
Other ideas put forward by staff which continue to be dealt with include the need for training 
in: cross-cultural communication, promoting team-spirit, automating telephone replies to calls 
for standard information, amongst others. 
 
Project evaluation 
The peer review process was well received by the staff participating. Benefits gained from the 
exercise by participants were evaluated by exploring: 
 
• their perceptions as to how helpful the approach had been. Thirteen of the fifteen 
respondents indicated that the major benefit to them was the opportunity to ‘view myself 
and self-assess my experience’.  The opportunity to receive feedback from colleagues and 
listen to the experiences of other staff was useful, but not the major benefit. 
• how helpful the viewing of videotapes was in assisting them to make changes. 
Participants reported a mixed reaction to the idea that they had a different perspective of 
their performance after viewing their tapes. However, every participant indicated that 
they planned to modify their behaviour in some way as a result of the project. 
Participants also indicated that they wished to share other, more focussed segments of 
their tapes, with colleagues, for example where interacting with difficult clients. 
• how helpful the workshop was for identifying suggestions/actions from an individual 
perspective.  Direct responses to this were not obtained in the survey. However, 
participants felt that an external facilitator was a good idea as this reduced staff fear and 
anxiety about the process. The facilitator’s main role was correctly perceived as having 
been to ensure that communication flowed, discussion remained focussed and that 
judgemental comments were minimised. The value of the workshops for team-building 
and the friendly nature of interactions received comment.  
• what actions were taken by management as a result of the suggestions coming from the 
workshop. This was not assessed by the survey but actions have been monitored as 
reported in the previous section. 
 
Issues arising 
Staff participating did stress afterwards that theh found the word ‘review’ somewhat 
misleading. Perhaps the alternative phrase ‘collaborative reflection’ might be a suitable 
substitute in order to communicate the intentions of the technique. One participant expressed 
this as follows: 
 
I don’t believe the sessions operated as a review in the normal sense of the word. Performance 
was not assessed. Instead support, sympathy, empathy, discussion of mutual difficulties was 
the focus. I think that a lot of anxiety of participants would have been relieved by emphasising 
information sharing rather than review. 
Costs are always an important issue for library managers. This project was completed on a 
budget of $1000-; the main costs being the videotaping and the consultant/workshop 
facilitator. While participants noted that the external facilitator was an important feature of 
the exercise, the associated cost could be prohibitive, particularly for smaller organisations. It 
 is important to note that where one-to-one collegial review is being undertaken no facilitator 
would be necessary. In the group review context reported here someone was required who 
had an understanding of the peer-review process and who stood outside the library structure. 
It would be likely that colleagues from other parts of the organisation, such as human 
resources or staff development officers, may be willing to take on this role.  
 
GUIDELINES AND STRATEGIES FOR PEER REVIEW 
 
To help participants understand and engage in the peer review process a ‘Peer Review 
Handbook’ was developed for the project. The handbook provided a general overview of the 
nature of peer review. The aim of the process was identified as being to contribute to the 
professional development of participants; and four broad goals were listed: 1) to affirm 
strengths of individuals (and the team); 2) to diagnose weaknesses; 3)to provide a supportive 
environment within which to determine possible improvements; and 4)to provide a context 
within which to promote reflective practice. 
 
Other components of the handbook were sections on  Principles of Peer Review and Rules for 
the Peer Review Process. Strategies were also suggested in the handbook to help participants 
plan for the peer review event, engage in the process and reflect on the outcomes afterwards. 
 
Principles Of Peer Review 
The following principles were communicated in the handbook: 
 
• The person being reviewed must agree to participating in the process. Ideally the person 
being reviewed should initiate the process, but this is not always what happens in a group 
context.  
• The process of peer review  should be interesting, supportive and mutually rewarding. 
• The object of review is a person’s observable behaviour or output. 
• What is to be reviewed, that is the questions to be asked about the observable behaviour, 
should be determined by the people participating in the review. 
• Only peers should participate, that is people who are not in a line-management 
relationship. 
• The processes of peer review should be grounded in critical thinking and reflection. 
• Individual outcomes of the review are known only to the peers and should remain 
confidential.  If a group report is produced for management or research purposes 
individual identities should be protected. 
• The final outcome of the process should be decisions by the participants about action to 
be taken to ensure improvements. 
 
Rules For The Peer Review Process 
A selection of do’s and dont’s were proposed to ensure appropriate forms of communication between 
participating peers! 
DOs 
• Listen carefully to what is being said by all parties and ask for clarification if necessary. 
 • Ensure that the person being reviewed has the first and last opportunity to speak during the 
review session. 
• Always begin the process by looking at positive features of the object of review. 
• Be careful about how you phrase criticism of the person being reviewed. It is not hard to hurt 
people’s feelings. Use phrases like “I would have done X...”, “Why did you do Z....?”, “I wonder 
what would have happened if...?”,  “Would you consider Y?”. 
• Feel free to brainstorm - that is throw in ideas and don’t criticise ideas! 
 
DON’Ts 
• Individuals in a line management relationship should not act as peers. 
• Reports to management on the outcomes of the process should not allow individuals to be 
identifiable. 
• Refrain from talking about details of the review process to colleagues who were not involved. 
[But do talk to them in general terms about the value of the process and the outcomes that are 
possible] 
  
Planning For Peer Review 
 
The following steps were identified to help participants ‘self-appraise’ before bringing engaging 
in discussion with peers: 
 
Step One: Spend a little while thinking about how you approached the task being reviewed.  Is your 
approach driven by a particular philosophy? How would you explain it to others? Who or what 
influenced you in developing this perspective? 
 
Step Two: Try to recall other occasions on which you have done similar tasks to the one being reviewed. 
What happened? What do you remember about the interaction(s)? What did you do? Why? etc. 
 
Step Three: Now think about the event that is going to be reviewed:   
 
• What are your objectives for the event?  
• Do you have any special hopes or fears? Are you trying anything new? 
• What do you think will go well? 
• What do you expect problem areas to be? 
• What would you like your peers to specially notice and comment on about what you do? 
• Other...... 
 
Engaging In Peer Review 
The following steps were recommended for the group meeting. These steps presuppose that 
individuals have implemented the first phase: Planning for Peer Review. 
Step One: Individual(s) being reviewed should introduce themselves and tell the rest of the 
group about how they approached the task [Step one from the previous page] and their 
objectives for the event.  They should also indicate what they would like their peers to focus on, 
for the purpose of the review. This last material will come from responses to the question: What 
would you like your peers to comment on....? 
 
Step Two: All members of the group will participate in the event. 
 
 Step Three: Those being reviewed should comment briefly on their own performance. They 
should answer, for themselves, the questions put to the rest of the group. [Make sure they say 
positive as well as critical things!] 
 
Step Four: An open session in which the ‘peers’ talk with the person(s) being reviewed, 
expressing their thoughts and ideas. It is important that they respond also to the specific queries 
put by the reviewee. 
 
Step Five: The reviewees sum up what they have heard during the session. 
 
Reflecting On The Process 
After interacting with peers, individuals were encouraged to ‘reflect’ and determine what they 
would now do to improve their own practice or that of the team. The following resources 
were provided to assist with this phase. The final phase was intended to lead to a checklist for 
monitoring personal -and team- practices in future. 
 
WORDS TO PROMPT REFLECTION (adapted from Tilley (1996)) 
 
                                hunches                                                              emotions 
 
 questions                                         thoughts 
 
                                  ideas                                                                  explorations 
 
 conflicts                             critical incidents 
 
               comments                                                                  disagreements 
 
 explanations                                             insights    
 
 
TYPES OF QUESTIONS TO USE FOR REFLECTION (November (1996)) 
 
Self-centred questions:      How does this affect me? 
 
Factual questions: How many minutes of video did we watch? 
 
Reason questions: Why does he hold those values? 
 
Theory questions: How will what I do now affect clients/other team members? 
 
Creative questions: What is a different way of looking at this? 
 
 
 
 
TOWARDS THE FUTURE 
What would I like to do to improve the way I work in this situation? 
What could the team do to improve its practice? 
 
  
IMPLEMENTATION OF PEER REVIEW IN OTHER CONTEXTS 
 
 
In this paper we have described the nature of peer review and shown how the process can be 
used as a reflective staff development tool in one context. The application of the approach to 
foster self-appraisal and improvement of the reference desk function has met with sufficient 
success to suggest that the tool could be adapted to other aspects of the information 
profession. This could be done on an individual or organisational basis. 
 
At the USQ Library, discussions have been held with Lending Services Staff who, following 
the success of the project with Reference Staff, perceived they might benefit from a similar 
approach. The Circulation Desk has been measured to discretely accommodate the camera 
and microphone. It is planned to examine past statistics for Lending Services to align taping 
with busy times during Semester 2 1998. During the UCRLS project, taping was generally 
conducted at a quiet time. This detracted from staff being able to realistically assess their 
performance during times of stress at the desk. 
 
We would suggest that many library functions, and any aspect of personal performance could 
benefit from the use of peer review. This may be the systems function, marketing, liaison, 
user education, acquisitions, circulation, OPAC implementation, outsourcing, database 
development, or any of the other activities which information professionals pursue. 
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